DATA PROCESSING SYSTEM HAVING AN ADAPTIVE PRIORITY 

CONTROLLER 

5 Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to data processors, and more 
specifically to data processors having an adaptive priority controller. 

Related Art 

10 Microprocessors with separate instruction and data caches generally need 

to prioritize requests to a single main memory. The operations on the 
instruction side of the central processing unit (CPU) include instruction fetches, 
instruction change of flow fetches, and instruction pre-fetches. The data 
operations in the CPU include load operations and store operations. Modem 

15 data processors also often include write buffers, push buffers for modified 
cache data, and an instruction cache and data cache (write through or copy 
back). Since the instruction cache and data cache (including write/push buffers) 
operate independently, simultaneous requests to the main memory can occur. 
The main memory and the external peripherals may be running at a fraction of 

20 the CPU frequency. Efficient prioritization of requests to the main memory can 
reduce the number of stall cycles required of the CPU and thus increase the 
overall system performance. It is thus desirable to more efficiently prioritize 
multiple requests to the main memory. 

25 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 



The present invention is illustrated by way of example and is not limited 
5 to the embodiments illustrated in the accompanying figures, in which like 
references may indicate similar elements. 

FIG. 1 illustrates, in block diagram form, a data processing system in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 
"™! FIG. 2 illustrates, in block diagram form, a portion of a priority controller 

J : 1 0 in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

FIGs. 3-10 illustrate, in flow diagram form, methods for prioritizing 
W requests in accordance with various embodiments of the present invention. 

^ Skilled artisans appreciate that elements in the figures are illustrated for 

ffi simplicity and clarity and have not necessarily been drawn to scale. For 
O 1 5 example, the dimensions of some of the elements in the figures may be 
M exaggerated relative to other elements to help improve the understanding of the 

embodiments of the present invention. 
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Detailed Description 

As used herein, the term "bus" is used to refer to a plurality of signals or 
conductors which may be used to transfer one or more various types of 
5 information, such as data, addresses, control, or status. The terms "assert" and 
"negate" are used when referring to the rendering of a signal, status bit, or 
similar apparatus into its logically true or logically false state, respectively. If 
the logically true state is a logic level one, the logically false state is a logic 
level zero. And if the logically true state is a logic level zero, the logically false 
10 state is a logic level one. 

Brackets are used to indicate the conductors of a bus or the bit locations 
of a value. For example, "bus 60 [0-7]" or "conductors [0-7] of bus 60" 
indicates the eight lower order conductors of bus 60, and "address bits [0-7]" or 
"ADDRESS [0-7]" indicates the eight lower order bits of an address value. The 
1 5 symbol "$" preceding a number indicates that the number is represented in its 
hexadecimal or base sixteen form. The symbol "%" preceding a number 
indicates that the number is represented in its binary or base two form. 

20 Description of Figures 

FIG. 1 illustrates one embodiment of data processing system 10. In one 
embodiment, data processing system 10 includes processor 12, memory 14, 
other bus masters 16, processor 18, and possibly other bus masters or bus slaves 
25 which are bi-directionally coupled to each other by way of system bus 50. In 
one embodiment, processor 12 includes a CPU 20 which is bi-directionally 
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coupled to instruction cache 22 by way of bus 38. In one embodiment, CPU 20 
is bi-directionally coupled to data cache 26, push buffer 28, and write buffer 30 
by way of bus 36. CPU 20 is bi-directionally coupled to bus interface unit 32 
(BIU 32) by way of signals 46. Instruction cache 22 is bi-directionally coupled 
5 to BIU 32 by way of signals 48. Data cache 26 is bi-directionally coupled to 
BIU 32 by way of signals 44. Push buffer 28 is bi-directionally coupled to BIU 
32 by way of signals 42. Write buffer 30 is bi-directionally coupled to BIU 32 
by way of signals 40. In one embodiment of the present invention BIU 32 
includes priority control circuitry 34. Note that system bus 50 may be used as a 
10 communication bus to communicate between processor 12, memory 14, other 
bus masters 16, processor 18, and any other bus master or slave coupled to 
system bus 50. 

FIG. 2 illustrates one embodiment of a portion of priority control 
circuitry 34 of FIG. 1. In one embodiment of the present invention, priority 

15 control circuitry 34 includes circuitry to resolve current priority circuitry 60, 
priority effectiveness monitor 62, and circuitry to specify priority rules 64. 
Note that alternate embodiments of the present invention may or may not 
include priority effectiveness monitor 62. Circuitry 60 is bi-directionally 
coupled to signals 40, 42, 44, 46, and 48. Circuitry 60 includes comparing 

20 circuitry 61. Circuitry 60 is bi-directionally coupled to circuitry 64 by way of 
signals 72. In one embodiment of the present invention, circuitry to specify 
priority rules 64 includes threshold registers 66, sub-threshold registers 68, and 
control registers 70. In alternate embodiments of the present invention, 
circuitry 64 may include additional registers or other circuitry. In one 

25 embodiment of the present invention, circuitry 64 is bi-directionally coupled to 
an optional priority effectiveness monitor 62. In the embodiment of the present 
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invention illustrated in FIG. 2, circuitry 60 is bi-directionally coupled to priority 
effectiveness monitor 62 by way of signals 74. 

FIGs. 3 and 4 together illustrate one manner in which priority control 34 
(see FIG. 1) implements an adaptive priority control methodology based on the 
5 number of valid entries in write buffer 30 and push buffer 28. Alternate 
embodiments of the present invention may significantly vary the flow 
illustrated in FIGs. 3 and 4. The methodology used in FIGs. 3 and 4 is merely 
intended to be one possible implementation. Referring to FIG. 3, the flow starts 
at start oval 100. The flow then proceeds to decision diamond 105 where the 

10 question is asked, is an instruction prefetch request pending. If an instruction 
prefetch is not pending, the flow continues to wait at that decision diamond 
until an instruction prefetch request is pending. Once an instruction prefetch 
request is pending, the flow continues to decision diamond 106 where the 
question is asked, are there any valid entries in write buffer 30. If there are 

15 valid entries in write buffer 30, then the flow continues at decision diamond 107 
where the question is asked, do the number of valid entries in write buffer 30 
exceed its threshold value. If the answer to decision diamond 107 is yes, the 
flow continues to decision diamond 108 where the question is asked, are the 
number of valid entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 below the threshold of 

20 prefetch buffer 24. If the answer to decision diamond 108 is no, then the flow 
continues at step 109 where a memory access from write buffer 30 is 
performed. From step 109 the flow then continues back to decision diamond 
105. If the number of valid entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 is below its 
threshold, then the flow continues at decision diamond 110 where the question 

25 is asked, how has the user programmed the static control registers 70 to 

determine priority at this point. If the user has programmed priority for write 
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buffer 30, then the flow continues from decision diamond 1 10 to step 109. 
However if the user has programmed the instruction prefetch buffer 24 to have 
priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 1 10 to step 111 (see 
FIG. 4) by way of circle B 103. In step 1 1 1 the pending instruction prefetch 
5 request is elevated. The flow then continues to step 112 where a memory 
access for the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is performed. By elevating the 
priority of the instruction prefetch request, it becomes the highest priority 
request and is thus performed in step 112. The flow then continues from step 
1 12 to oval 101 where the flow ends. 

1 0 Returning to decision diamond 106, if there are no valid entries in write 

buffer 30, the flow continues at decision diamond 113 (see FIG. 4) by way of 
circle C 104. Similarly, the no path from decision diamond 107 also continues 
at decision diamond 1 13 by way of circle C 104. Decision diamond 1 13 asks 
the question, are there any valid entries in push buffer 28. If there are valid 

15 entries in push buffer 28, the flow continues at decision diamond 114 where the 
question is asked, do the valid entries in push buffer 28 exceed its threshold 
value. If the answer to decision diamond 1 14 is yes, then the flow continues at 
decision diamond 115 where the question is asked, are the number of valid 
entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 below its threshold. If the answer to 

20 decision diamond 1 15 is yes, the flow continues at decision diamond 1 16 where 
the values in static control registers 70 are checked in order to determine how 
the user has programmed the priority. If the user has programmed the push 
buffer 28 to have priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 116 
to step 117 where the memory access from push buffer 28 is performed. From 

25 step 1 1 7, the flow then continues to decision diamond 105 by way of circle A 
102. At this point in the flow, a return to decision diamond 105 is useful to 
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check whether an instruction prefetch request is still pending. There are cases 
where an instruction prefetch request may have been pending the first time 
through decision diamond 105, but may no longer be pending. Returning back 
to decision diamond 1 16, if on the other hand, static control registers 70 
5 contains user programmable information which selects the instruction prefetch 
buffer 24 to have priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 116 
to step 1 1 1 which has been described previously herein. 

Referring now to decision diamonds 113 and 1 14, if the NO path from 
either of these decision diamonds is taken, the flow continues at decision 

1 0 diamond 118. Note that this point in the flow indicates that there are no valid 
entries in push buffer 28 or that the valid entries do not exceed the threshold 
value of push buffer 28. Decision diamond 1 1 8 asks, are there any data 
requests pending. If no data request is pending, the flow continues from 
decision diamond 1 18 to step 111 described herein above. However if a data 

1 5 request is pending, the flow continues from decision diamond 1 1 8 to decision 
diamond 119 where the question is asked, are the number of valid entries in the 
instruction prefetch buffer 24 below its threshold. If the answer to decision 
diamond 1 19 is yes, the flow continues at decision diamond 120 where the 
question is asked, what priority has been programmed into control registers 70 

20 by the user. If the user has selected the instruction prefetch buffer 24 to have 
priority, the flow continues from decision diamond 120 to step 111 described 
herein above. However, if the user has programmed control registers 70 to 
select that data requests have priority, then the flow continues from decision 
diamond 120 to step 121 where a memory access for the pending data request is 

25 performed. From step 121, the flow then continues to decision diamond 105 by 
way of circle A 102. Referring to decision diamond 1 19, if the number of valid 
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entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 is below its threshold, the flow 
continues at step 121 where a memory access for the pending data request is 
performed. Referring to decision diamond 1 18, if there are no data requests 
pending, then the flow continues at step 111. Referring to decision diamond 
5 1 15, if the number of valid entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 is below its 
threshold, then the flow continues at step 117 where a memory access from 
push buffer 28 is performed. From step 117, the flow then continues to decision 
diamond 105 by way of circle A 102. 

FIGs. 5 and 6 illustrate one way in which priority control circuitry 34 

10 (see FIG. 2) may implement a method for priority switching in order to alleviate 
collisions in write buffer 30. Referring to FIG. 5, the flow starts at start oval 
200. The flow then proceeds to decision diamond 201 where the question is 
asked, are any read requests pending. If there is a read request pending, the 
flow continues from decision diamond 201 to step 202 where the address bits of 

15 the valid entries in write buffer 30 are compared with the address for the 

pending read request. Referring again to decision diamond 201, if there are no 
read requests pending, the flow continues to decision diamond 203 where the 
question is asked, has write buffer 30 exceeded its threshold value. If write 
buffer 30 has not exceeded its threshold value, the flow continues from decision 

20 diamond 203 to decision diamond 204 where the question is asked, has push 
buffer 28 exceeded its threshold value. If push buffer 28 has not exceeded the 
threshold value, then the flow continues from decision diamond 204 to decision 
diamond 201 where the question is again asked, are there any read requests 
pending. In this case, neither the push buffer nor the write buffer have 

25 exceeded their respective thresholds, so no memory accesses need to be 

performed yet for those buffers, and a check is performed again to see if a read 
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request has become pending. Referring again to decision diamond 203, if the 
write buffer 30 has exceeded its threshold, then the flow continues at decision 
diamond 205 where the question is asked, has push buffer 28 exceeded its 
threshold. If the push buffer 28 has exceeded its threshold, then the flow 
5 continues from decision diamond 205 to decision diamond 206 where the 
question is asked, what is the priority indicated by control registers 70. In this 
case, both buffers have more entries than their respective thresholds have been 
set to represent (i.e. the user selected thresholds have been exceeded). If the 
^; user has programmed control registers 70 to select the write buffer 30 to have 

?: 1 0 priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 206 to step 207 where 

a memory access from write buffer 30 is performed. Referring again to 
™ decision diamond 205, if the threshold of push buffer 28 has not been exceeded, 

then the flow continues at step 207 also. Referring again to decision diamond 
K 206, if control registers 70 have been programmed by the user to select the push 

D 1 5 buffer 28 to have priority, then the flow continues at step 208 where a memory 
M : access from push buffer 28 is performed. Referring again to decision diamond 

204, if the number of entries in push buffer 28 exceeds its threshold, then the 
flow continues at step 208. Once the respective memory accesses performed in 
steps 207 and 208 are performed, the flow continues at decision diamond 201. 
20 Referring again to step 202, the flow then continues at decision diamond 

209 (see FIG. 6) by way of circle B 210. In decision diamond 209 the question 
is asked, is a collision detected. Note that in one embodiment of the present 
invention, a collision has been considered to occur when an entry in write 
buffer 30 contains data that corresponds to an address associated with the 
25 pending read request. Referring to decision diamond 209, if a collision is 
detected the flow continues at step 211 where the priority of the write buffer 
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request is elevated. From step 21 1 the flow then continues at step 212 where 
entries in the write buffer 30 prior to and including the colliding entry are 
flushed to main memory (e.g. memory 14 in FIG. 1) in order to remove the 
colliding entry. From step 212 the flow then continues at decision diamond 
5 213. Referring to decision diamond 209, if a collision is not detected, flow also 
continues at decision diamond 213. Decision diamond 213 asks the question, 
has the write buffer 30 threshold been exceeded. If the write buffer 30 
threshold has not been exceeded, the flow continues from decision diamond 213 
to decision diamond 214 where the question is asked, has the push buffer 28 

1 0 threshold been exceeded. If the push buffer 28 threshold has not been 

exceeded, the flow continues at step 215 where a memory access for the read 
request is performed. Note that because neither buffer threshold has been 
exceeded, the pending read request should have priority. However if the push 
buffer 28 threshold has been exceeded, the flow continues at decision diamond 

15 216 where control registers 70 are used to determine priority. If the user has 
programmed push buffer 28 to have priority over the pending read, then the 
flow continues from decision diamond 216 to step 217 where a memory access 
from push buffer 28 is performed. However if the user has programmed control 
registers 70 to give the read request priority, then the flow continues from 

20 decision diamond 216 to step 215 where a memory access for the read request 
is performed. Step 215 and 217 both continue at decision diamond 201 by way 
of circle A 218. 

Referring again to decision diamond 213, if the write buffer 30 threshold 
has been exceeded, the flow continues at decision diamond 219 where the 
25 question is asked, has the push buffer 28 threshold been exceeded. If the push 
buffer 29 threshold has not been exceeded, the flow continues at decision 
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diamond 220 where control registers 70 are again used to determine priority. If 
the user has programmed control registers 70 to select the read request as 
having priority over the write buffer request, then the flow continues from 
decision diamond 220 to step 215 where a memory access for the read request 
5 is performed. However if the user has programmed control registers 70 (see 
FIG. 2) to give priority to write buffer 30 over the pending read request, then 
the flow continues at step 221 where a memory access from write buffer 30 is 
performed. Referring to decision diamond 219, if the push buffer 28 has 
exceeded the threshold, the flow continues at decision diamond 222 where 

1 0 control registers 70 are used to determine the priority. If the user has 

programmed registers 70 to give the push buffer 28 priority, then the flow 
continues at step 217 by way of circle C 223. However, if the user has 
programmed control registers 70 to give priority to write buffer 30, then the 
flow continues at step 221 . If the user has programmed control registers 70 to 

1 5 give priority to read requests, then the flow continues at step 215. Referring to 
both steps 221 and 217, after the memory access is performed, the flow 
continues at decision diamond 201 by way of circle 218. 

FIGs. 7 and 8 illustrate one way in which priority control circuitry 34 
(see FIG. 1) implements priority elevation based on a change of instruction 

20 flow. The flow starts at oval 300. The flow then proceeds to decision diamond 
301 where the question is asked, is a change of flow instruction fetch request 
pending. Note that the instruction fetch request referred to in decision diamond 
301 is the result of a previous instruction that caused a change of flow. If a 
change of flow instruction fetch request is pending, the flow continues from 

25 decision diamond 301 to step 302 where control registers 70 are used to 

determine the change of flow priority. Information from control registers 70 are 
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used in subsequent decision diamonds throughout the flow to determine relative 
priorities of change of flow accesses, prefetch buffer accesses, write buffer 
accesses, and push buffer accesses. Referring to decision diamond 301, if there 
is no change of flow instruction fetch request pending, then the flow continues 
5 to check for such a request. From step 302 the flow then proceeds to decision 
diamond 303 where the question is asked, do the number of entries in the 
instruction prefetch buffer 24 exceed the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 
24. If the number of entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 do exceed its 
threshold, the flow continues at decision diamond 304 where the question is 

10 asked, is a write buffer 30 request pending. If a write buffer 30 request is 
pending, the flow continues from decision diamond 304 to decision diamond 
305 where the question is asked, does the change of flow instruction fetch 
pending request have higher priority, based on the check performed at step 302. 
If the change of flow instruction fetch pending request does not have higher 

1 5 priority, the flow continues from decision diamond 305 to step 306 where no 
priority manipulation is performed due to the priority selected by the user in 
control registers 70. From step 306 the flow continues to oval 307 where the 
flow ends. Referring again to decision diamond 303, if the number of entries in 
instruction prefetch buffer 24 do not exceed its threshold, the flow continues at 

20 decision diamond 308 where the question is asked, does the change of flow 
instruction fetch pending request have higher priority, based on the check 
performed in step 302. If control registers 70 do not indicate that the change of 
flow instruction fetch pending request has higher priority, then the flow 
continues from decision diamond 308 to step 309 where no priority 

25 manipulation is performed. The flow then continues from step 309 to end 307. 
Referring to decision diamond 308, if the change of flow instruction fetch 
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pending request has higher priority, then the flow continues from decision 
diamond 308 to step 310 where the change of flow instruction fetch pending 
request priority is elevated over the pending instruction prefetch request 
priority. From step 3 1 0 the flow then finishes at end 307. 
5 Referring to decision diamond 3 05 , if the change of flow instruction fetch 

pending request has higher priority, the flow continues at step 3 1 1 by way of 
circle B 3 12. At step 3 1 1 the change of flow instruction fetch pending request 
priority is elevated over the pending request from write buffer 30. From step 
3 1 1 the flow continues at decision diamond 313 where the question is asked, is 

1 0 there a push buffer 28 request pending. If push buffer 28 does have a request 
pending, then the flow continues from decision diamond 313 to decision 
diamond 314 where the question is asked, does the change of flow instruction 
fetch pending request have higher priority. If the change of flow instruction 
fetch pending request does not have higher priority, then the flow continues 

1 5 from decision diamond 3 14 to step 3 1 5 where no priority manipulation is 
performed. From step 3 15 the flow then finishes at end 307. Referring to 
decision diamond 304 in FIG. 7, if there is no write buffer 30 request pending, 
then the flow continues at decision diamond 3 13 in FIG. 8 by way of circle A 
350. Referring to decision diamond 313, if there is no push buffer 28 request 

20 pending, then the flow continues at decision diamond 316 where the question is 
asked, is there a data request pending. If there is a data request pending, then 
the flow continues from decision diamond 3 16 to decision diamond 317 where 
the question is asked, does the pending change of flow instruction fetch request 
have higher priority. If the pending change of flow instruction fetch request 

25 does not have higher priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 
3 17 to step 3 1 8 where no priority manipulation is performed. From step 3 1 8 
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the flow then finishes at end 307. Referring to decision diamond 317, if the 
pending change of flow instruction fetch request does have higher priority, then 
the flow continues at step 3 19 where the change of flow instruction fetch 
pending request priority is elevated over the pending instruction prefetch 
5 request. From step 3 1 9 the flow continues at step 320 where a memory access 
for the pending change of flow instruction fetch request is performed. 
Referring again to decision diamond 3 16, if there is no data request pending, the 
flow continues at step 320. Referring to decision diamond 314, if the change of 
flow instruction fetch pending request does have higher priority, then the flow 

1 0 continues at step 321 where the change of flow instruction fetch pending 

request priority is elevated over the pending request from push buffer 28. From 
step 321 the flow then proceeds to decision diamond 316. From step 320 the 
flow finishes at end 307. 

FIGs. 9 and 10 illustrate in flow chart form one way in which sub- 

1 5 thresholds may be used with the present invention. Subthresholds refer to the 
condition when a respective buffer has not reached its programmed level of 
fullness or emptiness. Referring to FIG. 9, the flow starts at oval 400. The 
flow then continues at decision diamond 401 where the question is asked, is 
write buffer 30 empty. If write buffer 30 is not empty, the flow continues from 

20 decision diamond 401 to decision diamond 402 where the question is asked, has 
the threshold for write buffer 30 been exceeded. If the threshold for write 
buffer 30 has not been exceeded, the flow continues from decision diamond 402 
to decision diamond 403 where question is asked, is push buffer 28 empty. If 
push buffer 28 is not empty, the flow continues from decision diamond 403 to 

25 decision diamond 404 where the question is asked, has the threshold of push 
buffer 28 been exceeded. If the threshold of push buffer 28 has been exceeded, 
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the flow continues to step 405 where a memory access from push buffer 28 is 
performed. From step 405 the flow continues at decision diamond 401 by way 
of circle G 475. 

Referring to decision diamond 402, if the threshold for write buffer 30 
5 has been exceeded, the flow continues at step 406 where a memory access from 
write buffer 30 is performed. From step 406 the flow continues at decision 
diamond 401. Referring to decision diamond 403, if push buffer 28 is empty 
the flow continues from decision diamond 403 to decision diamond 407 where 
the question is asked, has the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 been 

1 0 exceeded. If the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 has been exceeded, 
the flow continues at decision diamond 408 where the question is asked, based 
on how close the instruction prefetch buffer 24 and write buffer 30 are to their 
sub-threshold levels, which of the instruction prefetch buffer 24 and write 
buffer 30 should have priority. If through the use of sub-thresholds it is 

1 5 determined that write buffer 30 should have priority, the flow then continues at 
step 409 (see FIG. 10) by way of circle C 410. However if through the use of 
sub-thresholds it is determined that the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is to have 
priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 408 to step 41 1 (see 
FIG. 10) by way of circle B 412. Referring to decision diamond 407, if the 

20 threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 has not been exceeded, the flow 

continues at step 413 where a memory access for instruction prefetch buffer 24 
is performed. From step 413 the flow then continues to decision diamond 401 
by way of circle G 475. Referring to decision diamond 404, if the threshold for 
push buffer 28 has not been exceeded, the flow continues to decision diamond 

25 414 (see FIG. 10) by way of circle D 415. Referring to decision diamond 401, 
if write buffer 30 is empty, the flow continues to decision diamond 416 where 
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the question is asked, is push buffer 28 empty. If push buffer 28 is not empty, 
the flow continues from decision diamond 416 to decision diamond 417 where 
the question is asked, has the threshold of push buffer 28 been exceeded. If the 
threshold of push buffer 28 has not been exceeded, the flow continues from 
5 decision diamond 417 to decision diamond 418 where the question is asked, has 
the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 been exceeded. If the threshold 
of instruction prefetch buffer 24 has been exceeded, the flow continues from 
decision diamond 418 to decision diamond 419 where sub-thresholds are used 
to determine the priority between push buffer 28 and instruction prefetch buffer 

10 24. Referring to decision diamond 419, if through the use of sub-thresholds it is 
determined that the push buffer should have priority due to its fullness, the flow 
continues to step 420 (see FIG. 10) by way of circle E 421. However, if the use 
of sub-thresholds indicates that the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is not as full 
and should thus have priority, the flow continues at step 41 1 (see FIG. 10) by 

15 way of circle B 412. Referring to decision diamond 418, if the threshold of 
instruction prefetch buffer 24 has not been exceeded, the flow continues at step 
411 (see FIG. 10) by way of circle B 412. Referring to decision diamond 417, 
if the threshold of push buffer 28 has been exceeded, the flow continues at step 
420 (see FIG. 10) by way of circle E 421. Referring to decision diamond 416, 

20 if push buffer 28 is empty, the flow continues from decision diamond 416 to 
decision diamond 422 (see FIG. 10) by way of circle F 423. 

Referring to FIG. 10, circle D 415 proceeds to decision diamond 414 
where the question is asked, has the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 
been exceeded. If the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 has not been 

25 exceeded, the flow continues from decision diamond 414 to step 41 1 where the 
instruction prefetch priority is elevated. Referring to decision diamond 414, if 
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the threshold of instruction prefetch buffer 24 has been exceeded, the flow 
continues from decision diamond 414 to decision diamond 424 where sub- 
thresholds are used to determine the priority between write buffer 30, push 
buffer 28, and instruction prefetch buffer 24. Referring to decision diamond 
5 424, if the fullness of write buffer 30 compared to its sub-threshold value is 
used to determine that write buffer 30 should have priority, the flow continues 
at step 409 where the priority of write buffer 30 is elevated. If the fullness of 
push buffer 28 compared to its sub-threshold value is used to determine that 
push buffer 28 should have priority, then the flow continues from decision 

1 0 diamond 424 to step 420 where the priority of push buffer 28 is elevated. 

Similarly, if the fullness of instruction prefetch buffer 24 compared to its sub- 
threshold value is used to determine that the instruction prefetch buffer 24 
should have priority, then the flow continues from decision diamond 424 to step 
41 1 where the priority of the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is elevated. Note 

1 5 that comparing circuitry 61 and priority control 34 (see FIG. 2) may be used to 
perform the necessary comparisons of information (e.g. fullness, emptiness) 
from the various resources (e.g. 22, 24, 26, 28, and 30) and the predetermined 
or previously programmed priority criteria from a user programmable storage 
circuit (e.g. threshold levels, sub-threshold levels, priority tie-breaking 

20 information received from registers 66, 68, and 70). 

From circle F 423 the flow continues at decision diamond 422 where the 
question is asked, is the instruction prefetch buffer 24 full. If the instruction 
prefetch buffer 24 is not full, the flow continues from decision diamond 422 to 
step 411 where the priority of the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is elevated. If 

25 the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is full, the flow continues from decision 
diamond 422 to decision diamond 425 (see FIG. 9) by way of circle A 426. 
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Similarly, from step 409, step 420, and step 41 1 the flow continues at decision 
diamond 425 (see FIG. 9) by way of circle A426. 

Referring again to FIG. 9, decision diamond 425 asks the question, is 
there a change of flow instruction fetch request or a data request. If there is not, 
5 the flow continues from decision diamond 425 to decision diamond 40 1 . 

However, if there is a change of flow instruction fetch request or a data request, 
the flow continues from decision diamond 425 to either start oval 200 for a data 
request (see FIG. 5) or start oval 300 for a change of flow instruction fetch 
request (see FIG. 7). 

1 0 In FIG. 1 0, once the priority of a buffer has been elevated in steps 409, 

41 1, or 420, the respective buffer access may be performed. 



Description of Operation 

15 

In present day data processors there can be multiple sources of requests 
to a shared memory resource. For example, referring to FIG. 1, it is possible for 
multiple resources (e.g. instruction cache 22, instruction prefetch buffer 24, data 
cache 26, push buffer 28, and write buffer 30) to concurrently request access to 

20 memory 14. Note that the requests by instruction cache 22 and data cache 26 
may be refill requests. It is also possible for other resources (e.g. other bus 
masters 16) to also request access to memory 14 at the same time. For example, 
other bus masters 16 may include a direct memory access (DMA) device. In 
alternate embodiments of the present invention, any type of circuitry may be 

25 trying to access a shared memory resource such as memory 14. Also, it is 
important to note that the various resources competing for access to a shared 
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memory resource, such as memory 14, may be operating at significantly lower 
frequencies than CPU 20 and thus can produce stalls in CPU 20 by delaying 
access to shared resources. Referring to FIG. 1, although memory 14 has been 
illustrated as being external to processor 12, in alternate embodiments of the 
5 present invention any portions of the circuitry illustrated in FIG. 1 may be 
implemented on the same integrated circuit die, or partitioned into two or more 
separate integrated circuit die. 

Referring to FIGs. 1 and 2, in one embodiment of the present invention, 
priority control circuitry 34 monitors signals from CPU 20 and dynamically 

1 0 checks for resource usage before assigning priority to a request which requires 
access and usage of system bus 50. The purpose of priority control circuitry 34 
is to determine how close each of the competing resources (22, 24, 26, 28, 30) 
is to causing a stall in CPU 20. In one embodiment of the present invention 
priority control circuitry 34 will be programmed to give priority to the resource 

1 5 competing for bus 50 that is most likely to next cause a stall of CPU 20. For 
example, priority control 34 needs to ascertain how full write buffer 30 is 
because a full write buffer 30 can cause a stall of CPU 20. Similarly, a full 
push buffer 28 can cause a stall of CPU 20, and thus priority control circuitry 
34 will also monitor how full push buffer 28 is. Priority control circuitry 34 

20 will also monitor how full instruction prefetch buffer 24 is to ensure that 

instruction prefetch buffer 24 does not get so empty that it causes a stall of CPU 
20. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, priority control circuitry 34 
monitors instruction cache 22 or CPU 20 in order to determine when a change 
25 of instruction flow is occurring. The reason priority control circuitry 34 wants 
to detect a change of instruction flow is that a change of instruction flow will 
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cause the contents of instruction prefetch buffer 24 to no longer be useable and 
will require new instructions to be prefetched for the new instruction flow. 
Priority control circuitry 34 monitors data cache 26 in order to detect when a 
data cache miss has occurred and thus to detect that a data cache refill will be 

5 needed using system bus 50. If a data cache miss occurs, CPU 20 may be 
stalled until the data is retrieved across system bus 50. Thus it is desirable for 
priority control circuitry 34 to dynamically and flexibly adjust the priority 
between the various resources (22, 24, 26, 28, 30) which are competing for the 
use of system bus 50. 

1 0 The present invention allows dynamic and adaptive priority manipulation 

in a data processing system 10. Referring to FIG. 2, in one embodiment, the 
present invention allows dynamic and adaptive priority manipulation based on 
the number of valid entries in write buffer 30 and push buffer 28. Note that 
push buffer 28 may also be called a write back or copy back buffer. Write 

1 5 buffer 30 may be implemented as a first-in first-out (FIFO) queue or buffer that 
can defer pending write misses or writes marked as write-through in order to 
maximize performance. When write buffer 30 is enabled, store operations 
which miss in data cache 26 or which are marked as write-through are placed in 
write buffer 30, and the access by CPU 20 is terminated. These buffered writes 

20 are held for later transfer to system bus 50. If a pending instruction cache 22 
fill is requested while there are valid entries in write buffer 30, priority control 
circuitry 34 assigns priority based on the number of valid entries in write buffer 
30. After emptying write buffer 30 to a predetermined threshold value (e.g. half 
the size of write buffer 30) the priority may be switched, and pending 

25 instruction cache 22 fill requests may be serviced. Upon completion of the 
instruction cache 22 fill requests, or if the number of valid entries in write 
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buffer 30 becomes greater than the threshold value, the priority may be 
switched back to service the writes from write buffer 30. Alternate 
embodiments of the present invention may prioritize the requests from 
resources 22, 24, 26, 28, and 30 in any manner whatsoever using the user 

5 programmable portion of circuitry 64 (see FIG. 2). The described prioritization 
is just one possible prioritization among many. 

Refer to FIGs. 3 and 4 and FIGs. 9 and 10 for one possible 
implementation of an adaptive priority control scheme based on the number of 
valid entries in write buffer 30 and push buffer 28. But again, note that 

1 0 alternate embodiments of the present invention may prioritize in any manner. 

Priority control circuitry 34 may also implement priority switching in 
order to alleviate collisions in write buffer 30. One possible implementation of 
such a priority switching method is illustrated in FIGs. 5 and 6. For a read miss 
in data cache 26, address bits of the valid entries in write buffer 30 are 

1 5 compared (e.g. by way of comparing circuitry 6 1 ) with the read miss address in 
order to detect a collision. If a collision is detected, then all the entries in write 
buffer 30 prior to and including the colliding entry are flushed out to the main 
memory (e.g. memory 14). Priority control circuitry 34 may then switch the 
priority to the read miss of data cache 26 for servicing, and the remaining 

20 entries from the write buffer 30 may be written to main memory after servicing 
the read miss of data cache 26. 

By increasing the threshold value of write buffer 30, more writes will be 
held in the buffer for a longer period of time before the threshold value is 
reached. Thus, the dynamic and programmable threshold feature of the present 

25 invention allows the entries to be present in the write buffer 30 for longer 

periods of time without impacting the performance of CPU 20. In this way, the 
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external bus traffic (e.g. system bus 50) can be minimized further by write 
merging (i.e. write hits in write buffer 30). 

In alternate embodiments of the present invention, priority control 
circuitry 34 may implement dynamic priority manipulation based on the 

5 number of valid entries in instruction prefetch buffer 24 and based on the size 
of instructions. In one embodiment, an instruction cache 22 read miss request 
can be categorized as either a sequential instruction pre-fetch, a sequential 
instruction fetch, or a change of flow condition. A threshold value can be 
programmed for instruction prefetch buffer 24. Sequential instruction pre-fetch 

1 0 requests can be serviced based on the threshold value and the size of the 
instructions (e.g. 16 bits, 32 bits, 64 bits). 

In one embodiment of the present invention, priority control circuitry 34 
may implement priority elevation based on change of flow conditions in CPU 
20. Change of flow conditions can arise due to a speculative or non-speculative 

1 5 branch target fetch, an exception fetch, or jumps. The change of flow signal 
from CPU 20 may be used by priority control circuitry 34 to elevate the priority 
of a read miss due to a change of flow of instruction cache 22. The threshold 
value of write buffer 30 may be dynamically increased if a change of flow 
causes a miss in instruction cache 22, thus resulting in instruction cache 22 

20 making a request to main memory 1 4. By increasing the threshold value, the 
relative priority of write buffer 30 may be lowered if the increased threshold 
value is above the current number of valid entries in write buffer 30. After 
servicing the change of flow request from instruction cache 22, the threshold 
value for write buffer 30 may be reduced and writes from write buffer 30 may 

25 be serviced until it reaches its threshold value before servicing another 

sequential request from instruction cache 22. Priority control circuitry 34 can 
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be programmed so that change of flow requests take priority over pending 
sequential prefetch misses. This can be useful where the frequency of CPU 20 
is higher than the frequency of main memory (e.g. memory 14), and prefetch 
requests are still outstanding when the change of flow occurs. Note that FIGs. 7 
5 and 8 illustrate one possible way in which priority control circuitry 34 may 
implement a priority elevation scheme based on a change of flow condition. 
Alternate embodiments of the present invention may implement such a scheme 
in any manner. 

D Note that priority control circuitry 34 may implement a variety of ways to 

£ 10 dynamically alter the priority scheme. For example, control registers 70 (see 
N FIG. 2) may be used to program a wide variety of priority schemes, some or all 
[V of which may be dynamically altered by the user under software control. Note 

*_ that in alternate embodiments of the present invention the priority scheme 

§ implemented by priority control circuitry 34 may be mask programmable, 

P 1 5 dynamically programmable by the user during the operation of processor 12, 

o 

M may be implemented in one-time programmable registers, or any other type of 

storage medium or circuitry which allows selection of the priority scheme by 
the user of processor 12 at least once. 

Referring to FIG. 2, threshold registers 66 may store one or more 

20 thresholds for each resource within processor 12 which is seeking access to 
system bus 50. Sub-threshold registers 68 may be used by priority control 
circuitry 34 as indicators of how close the various resources in processor 12 
(22, 24, 26, 28, 30) are to reaching their respective threshold values stored in 
threshold registers 66. Thus priority control circuitry 34 may use the sub- 

25 threshold registers 68 to make informed decisions regarding priority when 

various resources have not yet reached their threshold values. Referring to FIG. 
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2, comparing circuitry 61 may be used by circuitry 60 in order to compare the 
threshold value stored in threshold registers 66 with the incoming status values 
from instruction prefetch buffer 24, push buffer 28, and write buffer 30. In one 
embodiment of the present invention, threshold registers 66 store a threshold 

5 value which specifies a fullness level of each of the buffer resources (24, 28, 
30). The status information provided from these buffers (24, 28, 30) to 
comparing circuitry 61 indicates how Ml the respective buffer currently is. 

Note that requests for instruction prefetch buffer 24 are used to fill the 
buffer, and it exceeds its threshold once the number of valid entries is greater 

1 0 than the predetermined threshold. In contrast, requests from push buffer 28 and 
write buffer 30 are generated to empty these buffers. Once their respective 
number of valid entries have exceeded their respective thresholds, the generated 
requests imply that a higher priority is needed. 

In one embodiment of the present invention priority control circuitry 34 

1 5 may be adapted to implement programmable instruction/data priority for 

simultaneous sub-threshold requests. In the case of simultaneous requests to use 
system bus 50, if the instruction prefetch buffer 24 is near full (i.e. has low 
priority) and write buffer 30 has few entries (i.e. less than its threshold value), 
the action of priority control circuitry 34 can be programmed based on 

20 differences in the number of valid entries in both buffers and the respective 
threshold values. In other words, if buffer 24 has exceeded its threshold 
(implying fullness), and buffers 28 and 30 have not exceeded their respective 
threshold values (implying they have not reached a full state), then priority 
control circuitry 34 may use sub-threshold values stored in sub-threshold 

25 registers 68 in order to determine the respective priority between buffers 24, 28, 
and 30. As an example if instruction prefetch buffer 24 is fetching instructions 
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from a slow memory and the data for data requests is located in a fast memory, 
priority control circuitry 34 can be programmed to give priority to instruction 
requests from instruction prefetch buffer 24 over data requests from write buffer 
30 or push buffer 28 when subthreshold conditions exist. In alternate data 
5 processing systems, it may be preferable to give priority to write buffer 30 

when subthreshold conditions exist in order to avoid a future read collision with 
a write buffer entry. 

Referring to FIG. 2, some embodiments of the present invention may 
utilize a priority effectiveness monitor 62 which monitors the performance of 
1 0 processor 1 2 and adaptively modifies the priority programming in priority 
control circuitry 34. Thus priority effectiveness monitor 62 may adjust the 
priority scheme of priority control circuitry 34 based on the performance of 
processor 12. In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 2, priority effectiveness 
monitor 62 monitors the performance of the system by monitoring signals 
1 5 within circuitry 60. Priority effectiveness monitor 62 modifies the priority of 
priority control circuitry 34 by modifying values in threshold registers 66 and/or 
sub-threshold registers 68 and/or control registers 70. Note that the circuitry to 
specify priority rules 64 may include other circuitry which may or may not be 
user programmable but which is used to specify or assist in specifying the 
20 priority scheme used within processor 12. 

Although a variety of priority schemes for processor 12 have been 
described herein, alternate embodiments of the present invention may use any 
priority scheme. Thus priority control circuitry 34 may be used to implement 
any priority scheme between any number of resources within processor 12 (e.g. 
25 22, 24, 26, 28, and 30) which are competing for any common resource (e.g. 
system bus 50). In one embodiment, priority control circuitry 34 will 
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implement a priority scheme which minimizes the amount of time which CPU 
20 will be stalled due to conflicts accessing a shared resource such as system 
bus 50. Alternate embodiments of the present invention may adjust the priority 
scheme used by priority control circuitry 34 in order to minimize or maximize 

5 some other selected criteria. For example, the performance of CPU 20 may be 
measured in some other way other than the time that CPU 20 is stalled. For 
example, one criteria that may be used by priority control circuitry 34 is a goal 
of minimizing the traffic on system bus 50. Alternate embodiments of the 
present invention may select any goal for processor 12 or data processing 

1 0 system 1 0 which is desired. This selective goal may then be measured by any 
criteria (e.g. CPU 20 stalls, or system bus 50 utilization) which is desired. 
Referring to FIG. 2, although the present invention has been described in the 
context of threshold values, alternative embodiments of the present invention 
may use other mechanisms to weigh and specify the desired fullness or 

1 5 emptiness of selected resources. For example some resources (e.g. data cache 
26 and instruction cache 22) do not use threshold values. Instead values may be 
stored in a storage circuit (e.g. control registers 70) which may then be used by 
priority control circuitry 34 to determine the priority scheme to be used between 
data cache 26 and instruction cache 22. Note that in alternate embodiments of 

20 the present invention a user may provide program information to priority 
control circuitry 34 by way of system bus 50 or other integrated circuit 
terminals which access processor 12 (not shown). 

Although the invention has been described with respect to specific 
conductivity types or polarity of potentials, skilled artisans appreciated that 

25 conductivity types and polarities of potentials may be reversed. 
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In the foregoing specification, the invention has been described with 
reference to specific embodiments. However, one of ordinary skill in the art 
appreciates that various modifications and changes can be made without 
departing from the scope of the present invention as set forth in the claims 
below. Accordingly, the specification and figures are to be regarded in an 
illustrative rather than a restrictive sense, and all such modifications are 
intended to be included within the scope of present invention. 

Benefits, other advantages, and solutions to problems have been 
described above with regard to specific embodiments. However, the benefits, 
advantages, solutions to problems, and any element(s) that may cause any 
benefit, advantage, or solution to occur or become more pronounced are not to 
be construed as a critical, required, or essential feature or element of any or all 
the claims. As used herein, the terms "comprises," "comprising," or any other 
variation thereof, are intended to cover a non-exclusive inclusion, such that a 
process, method, article, or apparatus that comprises a list of elements does not 
include only those elements but may include other elements not expressly listed 
or inherent to such process, method, article, or apparatus. 
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